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In recent times, complaining about the Y Generation and its perceived lack of work ethic has 
become standard dinner-party conversation amongst Baby Boomers. School leaders and 
business leaders generally, are experiencing difficulty engaging and keeping these young 
people on staff (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008). This paper examines Generation Y as the new 
employees in the teaching profession. We also ask what influences this particular group of 
young people and consider some of the skills they bring to the teaching profession. 
The first of the Y Generation were born in 1982 and turned twenty-six this year. They 
are not only the young people who we are currently being educated in our schools, but are 
also the generation currently graduating from university and joining the ranks of teachers. 
Potentially, some have been part of the teaching profession for up to four years. The last of 
the Y Generation were born in 2000 (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008). By 2009, all middle- and 
senior-school students and every teacher under the age of twenty-seven will be part of 
Generation Y. From 2010, the number of Y Generation students will start to decrease while 
the number of Y Generation teachers will continue to increase until approximately 2020. 
 
Generation Y 
If the time of birth identifies Gen Y (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008), then what is it about them that 
makes them unique? The age or life-stage of this generation is one indicator – but it is not just 
age alone that sets them apart because, if this were the case, they would be indistinguishable 
from teenagers of previous generations (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008); this is definitely not the 
case. It is the perceived membership of this group that gives this generation ‘a sense of 
destiny’. 
They have a greater disposable income; up to seventy-five percent of their income is 
theirs to spend as they desire. They live without memories of times when excess and 
conspicuous consumption were not virtues. Much of this consumption is funded on credit, 
though this may change in the current economic downturn. 
They were born in a time of relative stability. This, combined with dramatic changes 
in the emerging technologies of the last decade, particularly text messaging, has had an 
impact on Gen Y (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008). Text messaging is available on all mobile 
phones, yet, seventy-four percent of all texts are sent by people in this demographic 
(McCrindle, 2006) – and this has resulted in the development of a new text language 
(Christiansen, 2007) that is used in a variety of ways. 
Social and political experiences have also served to create and define differences for 
this generation. The changing environmental conditions, and the increasingly swift take-up of 
social networking sites – such as MySpace, Facebook and Bebo – have produced a 
worldview unique to them. The old adage that ‘people resemble their times more than they 
resemble their parents’ applies more to this generation than any that has gone before. 
While Boomers make decisions based on data and facts, post-modern youth are more 
likely to base their decisions on the views and influences of their peers (McCrindle, 2006; 
Goodchild 2008). As a group, they are tethered to each other as none other in history, and the 
new technologies have created a sense of intimacy where there is a new state of self – a state 
communicated through check-in calls and emoticon graphics instead of direct personal 
contact (McCrindle, 2006). This connectivity with social networks and the dependence on a 
collective techno-consciousness has created a youth with the capacity to both connect and 
alienate its members – and this has lead to sociality without responsibility. One can, 
therefore, give opinions, advice and/or criticism on a mobile phone or via a chat room 
because there are few if any consequences. However, this inter-personal communication 
rarely happens face-to-face. 
Paradoxically, they often express strong loyalty to a group, particularly in the face of 
criticism from those outside. They will work hard to live up to the expectation of peers, and 
how they view themselves rests on the views expressed by the group which, in turn, can lead 
to alienation if they fail to live up to the group norm. It’s a catch-22 situation, not easily 
resolved. However, it would be to underestimate this group if other sections of the 
community perceived them as disinterested or unconcerned about broader societal issues. The 
issue is not that they do not care, but that their focus is short-term and personal (McCrindle, 
2006). 
 This is a generation that has witnessed and benefited from their parents’ hard work to 
attain material wealth. They are the most materially endowed and entertained generation of 
teenagers ever. However, they have also witnessed the cost of this wealth in terms of marital 
breakdown, absentee parents and the increase of stress-related illness. 
 
In the workplace 
Employers have been known to refer to the Gen Y as a diva generation; high maintenance, 
self-centred, ambitious and wanting rapid promotion. They lack the same sense of loyalty as 
many of their predecessors and expect to be in a different workplace in five years. 
Their priority when looking for jobs is not the money; that is sixth on the list. They 
are more likely to list issues such as training, management style, work flexibility (Shaw & 
Fairhurst 2008), staff activities and other non-financial rewards. Their job is not going to be 
the primary motivator in their lives; they work to live, not live to work. They are looking for 
jobs that provide fulfilment in other ways. 
For many organisations, the arrival of the new millennium signalled the end of the 
corporate citizen; the Baby-Boomer generation and its values are no longer the yardstick used 
to measure employees. Generation Y are different workers. They can multitask (Goodstein, 
2008), particularly if that requires technological gadgets. They have simple and relatively 
straightforward priorities; they come first. However, they are also hard-working if the task or 
project inspires their confidence. They are innovative and resourceful, clever in ways that 
their parents were not, and they have extraordinary technical skills. 
 
Implications for school leaders 
The issue for many school leaders is how to retain this generation in education (McCrindle, 
2006; Goodchild 2008; Shaw & Fairhurst 2008). The Y Generation is aware of its value, 
particularly in an increasingly scarce labour market. When considering job offers, Gen Y 
considers a range of benefits: the contribution any job will make to their asset base, finances, 
skills and experience, opportunities, capacities – and the degree to which they agree with the 
values and mission of an organisation. 
 The employment process is being turned around, and it is the organisation that is 
being scrutinised, not the individual (Fontana 2008). The new workers are far more 
autonomous and seek connectivity with ideas rather than organisations. They are less reliant 
on employers or organisations and are fully cognisant of their worth as individuals. They do 
not expect employers to support them; they or their parents will be well able to do so! This 
generation are far more self-reliant and independent and very outspoken – they expect to be 
listened to when they have opinions and ideas relating to the functioning of the workplace. 
The workplace will need to accept that Gen Y employees will change jobs and careers and, 
while they may not bring the same depth of experience to a position, they will bring the 
capacity to adapt rapidly to a changing environment. They understand and expect teamwork 
and networking to be part of their work life, and they also expect to be able to move in and 
out of the workforce as their life needs change. They expect an adaptable and flexible 
working environment. 
 By 2009, there will potentially be the pinnacle number of Y Generation students in 
our middle and senior schools. In contrast, there will be comparatively few Y Generation 
teachers, but their numbers will increase. At the same time, almost all school leaders will be 
Baby Boomers, and if they are unable to understand and work with this younger generation, 
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